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The pattern of the carpet
is a surface.
When we look closely
or when we become weavers,
we learn of the tiny multiple threads
unseen in the overall pattern,
the knots on the
underside of the carpet.
—Adrienne Rich
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In memory of my grandparents, Marjorie Spiegelman Katz,
Solomon Katz, and John Colman.
In honor of my grandmother Jane Becker Colman.
Finally, this is dedicated to all those still searching for their voice, and all
women who have felt silenced.
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Thesis Abstract
A woman enters marriage, guided by a rich lineage of strong, lifelong marriages, yet is
also caught in a web of misplaced ideals and expectations deferred by culture. She carries the
weight of these histories, as well as her own expectations. Throughout history, women have been
minimized and shoved into their own separate, domestic “spheres.” Future generations inherit
these traumas, which in turn affects how they experience life. When a woman realizes her
marriage is not what it should be, that she has been turned into a flat and unfulfilled version of
herself and ultimately files for divorce, the weight of all those expectations and her
disappointment in her perceived failure has the potential to crush her.
Using photography, installation, video, embroidery, and the creation of photographic
objects (through embroidery and alternative photographic processes), this work examines my
own expectations upon entering marriage and my current values. The ideals and beliefs I once
held dear about matrimony and family disintegrated very shortly after my own nuptials. I
struggled with the weight of having broken a positive lineage. I am now trying to allow for a new
formation as I reclaim my space and identity.
My own childhood led me to fixate on my ideas of what a successful and happy marriage
is. Memory is influenced by photography and passed down via family histories. These stories
and images often take the place of actual recollections, influence visions of our lives, and how
we present ourselves to the world: as happy people with fond pasts to look back on. How do we
examine those memories and histories after experiencing a related trauma? The Knots on the
Underside of the Carpet investigates my own life by revealing the knotted underbelly that we do
not usually see or acknowledge, and exposes the surface as a false veneer—one that society has
bought into, but that ultimately falls flat.

Fitting (in): Introduction
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At the age of 25, I married. One year later, I filed for divorce. Soon after, as I began
graduate school, I started using photography to investigate this experience in light of my own
lineage; a chain of successful, lifelong marriages, broken with my divorce. The weight of my
own expectations, beliefs, and ideals, has led to my current state of trying to decipher my
identity. The pieces of the woman I was before the marriage do not fit together in the same way,
and do not add up to the person I am today.
Growing up, fairytale marriages were my reality. Oral storytelling was a large part of my
upbringing, especially as my Poppop, Solomon Katz (my maternal grandfather), would often
hold court with his grandchildren, telling us stories from his life. We loved it and were always
enthralled. I have a strong memory of him sitting in a satin armchair with gold and white stripes,
the edges fraying as the seams slowly lost their hold over time, my siblings and I on the rug at
his feet, looking up and listening eagerly. The story of my grandparents’ meeting was a favorite,
especially for me. I was drawn in by the romance and the Disney-like aspects of it.
In Poppop’s version, their meeting was fate. Poppop had just returned from the army
base where he was stationed during the end of World War II. He was on the beach in Atlantic
City (where he was from), when a football landed at his feet. My Grandma, tall and elegant at 17,
came towards him for the ball. Poppop was instantly enamored and could not get her out of his
mind. When they went on their first date, Grandma wore a dress her mother had bought her—she
was saving it for “Mr. Right,” she said.
A year later, my grandparents married. There was a seven-year age difference; my
Grandma was just shy of 19 and my Poppop was 26. They were married for 50 years before my
grandmother, Marjorie Spiegelman Katz, died of kidney cancer at age 69.
My parents’ meeting was romantic in its own way—though hardly the legendary “meetcute” of a contemporary rom com—the way my father pursued my mother, and the way their
love story unfolded, felt in line with the fictional romances I watched and read. During college,
my parents had mutual friends and vaguely knew each other, but not well. It was not until their
senior year that they started getting to know each other, and Dad knew he had feelings for Mom.
Two years prior she lost her boyfriend to a motorcycle accident, so she was cautious, guarding
herself from further pain. Dad persisted, and, the summer after they graduated, they started
dating.
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They had not been dating long before their relationship became long-distance: Dad was at
a year-long design program in New York and Mom was getting her master’s degree in film
history at UCLA. Still, though across the country from one another, their relationship bloomed,
and after a year, my dad moved to Los Angeles to be with her. Mom is seven months older than
Dad, and they were 25 and 24 (respectively) when they married a few years later. When Dad
proposed, he was so excited that he could not wait and ended up presenting her with an
engagement ring in an airport parking garage in Chicago after picking her up from a flight (“such
a romantic location,” my mom likes to joke).
My whole life, my parents made time for each other and their relationship, going on dates
most weekends, traveling in the summer when my siblings and I were at sleepaway camp. But
they also made time for their own pursuits and friendships, and emphasized the importance of
this to my siblings and me; that, upon entering a relationship, we should not lose ourselves in the
other person, but maintain our own sense of identity.

Two ideal marriages. To me, marriage was the ending of the movie. The credits rolled,
and everything was picture-perfect. (Growing up with a film historian for a mother probably did
not help the fantasy that existed in my mind of what marriage meant.) These perfect relationships
established the norm, which were reinforced to me in a relationship, because of what I witnessed
growing up, and the ideals presented to us as children through books, movies, and TV shows.
I believe it is important to mark the differences between societal influences and familial
ones, as they are very different in my life. There is a reality often imposed on girls from a young
age through the media about what an ideal version of ourselves in society should look like,
especially when it comes to relationships and marriage, and how we should present ourselves in
these relationships. The specifics and language surrounding this ideal woman changed over time,
but the core of who she is remained the same: “…an inorganic thing engineered to look natural”
(Tolentino 64). In Trick Mirror, Jia Tolentino discussed at length the self-delusion at the center
of our lives. “Historically,” she says, “the ideal woman seeks all the things that women are
trained to find fun and interesting—domesticity, physical self-improvement, male approval, the
maintenance of congeniality, various forms of unpaid work…the ideal woman always believes
she came up with herself on her own (Tolentino 64).”
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The idea that this woman believes she invented herself is one that is vital and terrifying.
The connotations that these ideals have survived through the feminist acts of the 1970s and
morphed to fit our current model of capitalism feels like it should not be possible, but it is. The
more capitalism and consumerism are used as ways to create a “lifestyle” and mark our sense of
individuality in that lifestyle, the more we are pulled back into these modes of the “ideal woman”
(Tolentino 65). The market grows to conceal itself as individuality and choice: “If women start to
resist an aesthetic…the aesthetic just changes to suit us; the power of the ideal image never
actually wanes” (Tolentino 65). The power of marketing, of offering us a lifestyle we feel has the
power to differentiate us, is a strong pull, and one that ultimately sucks us into molding ourselves
for the patriarchy and the male gaze.
The familial influences in my life are more a lived reality that speak of genuine human
experience, rather than a marketed one. My mother, Nancy Katz Colman, is an incredibly
intelligent, educated, and opinionated woman. She does not wear fancy clothes or makeup on a
daily basis. I rarely wear makeup as well and often lamented that I never learned to French braid
my hair, because my mother did not know how to and thus never taught me. Mom taught me
how to sew buttons back onto clothing but did not bother with much else about sewing, and
therefore I am mostly self-taught. These are all things that, traditionally, men are not taught, and
are therefore passed down matrilineally. What my mother taught me though, is infinitely more
valuable: the power of my voice.
I remember once, before I started graduate school, having a conversation with my father,
David Colman. He told me how important it was to him that I went to grad school and
established my career, because he knew how talented I was and how much I wanted a career in
photography and education. He said he often regretted that my mother was never able to fully
pursue her career, as she had three children with chronic health issues, and then ended up taking
care of her father (my Poppop) when her mother passed away. Dad wanted to make sure that the
same never happened to me. My family’s experiences and what they taught me deviates so
strongly from the ideal woman and her understanding of her place in the world.
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“A”
While I may have a strong voice, I am also a declared romantic, no doubt reinforced by
this dual legacy. In my head, I knew what a good relationship was, and assumed that instinct
would tell me when things were just right.
No one enters into a marriage thinking they will get divorced, especially when they come
from a family like mine. I truly believed that everything would fall into place because I was
marrying the person who loved me, and whom I loved. I had never been in a relationship with a
controlling, manipulative person, and did not recognize the red flags. The warning signs were
evident once we were married.
Some people might wonder how I was unaware of my ex-husband’s true character before
marrying him, but that’s easy; he hid himself from me until he felt he had me sufficiently
trapped. My ex-husband, whom we will simply call “A,” was charming, as most manipulators (or
narcissists) are. He knew what I wanted to hear and ensured that he said and promised those
things until we were legally married. Two weeks after our wedding, when we returned from our
honeymoon, “A” told me that he was no longer sexually attracted to me because I had gained
weight. From there, it was downhill. Like most abusers, “A” knew to act a certain way in public,
so that my experience of his behavior was discredited by others.
Marriage created the opportunity for abuse. Big dreams died. I will not go further into the
particulars of my emotional abuse: it is unnecessary to recount every single thing that happened
for a woman’s trauma to be believed. I relived my pain through much of my photography, as a
way to heal from these wounds. The idea of photography as therapy, that I can reenact or
reinterpret my experience as a form of coming to terms with it, is vital to me. It is deeply
uncomfortable to use my body as a vessel for recreating this trauma, but it is also freeing and
healing. I believe one must be able to fully experience—and in my case re-experience—their
pain to move through it.
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Breaking (apart)
In trying to separate myself from my ex-husband, I embroidered over existing imagery of
him, using red thread. The color red, for me, suggests my mother’s red grease pencils, used for
editing. Embroidery, too, felt a natural choice—it is a craft particularly associated with the
women’s sphere, and therefore with silence and exclusion from the public world. It is considered
“low art,” or simply a craft, because of its associations with domesticity and the feminine.
Different materials have a gendered hierarchy—based on outdated and inaccurate notions of
male and female—with materials such as metal and stone considered more masculine “high” art,
and fabric and thread as more feminine (Souter). Fabric reflects characteristics most commonly
associated with the female body, speaking “directly to the female condition” as Rozsika Parker
writes in The Subversive Stitch. The softness and perceived pliability are reminiscent of the
plushness of our own bodies. This act is also beyond art, it is an act of retribution and reclaiming.
With it I am able to erase an abuser and amplify my own sense of power. By not including “A’s”
name, face, or specific details about him, I am able to take away his authority; it speaks about his
influence over my life, but it is no longer about him, but about me.
I cannot remove “A” from my past, or from the person I am now, but I can reclaim my
space and identity. Textiles “…can be a territory, a sphere of action and thought where body and
mind work as one to create a narrative in and of the cloth” (Lawrence 166). I began with the first
photograph I made of the two of us when we began dating, when I was full of hope. A color
darkroom print, a unique image. I removed his identity with the red thread, carefully puncturing
holes into the photographic paper, spaced far enough apart so as not to create a large rip through
the image, but to hold the thread taut. Although “A’s” face (and therefore his individual identity)
is no longer legible, his form is, representing the shadow he cast on my life. Through this action,
I move into and acknowledge a new phase of myself: “The movement and flow between the
embroiderer’s body, her memory…destabilizes any sense of her subjectivity being ‘fixed,’
suggesting a self always in the process of becoming” (Lawrence 168). Selfhood is not a fixed
point, but ever-changing; sewing through the face of “A” reclaims the self subsumed in a toxic
marriage.
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Rebecca Solnit, in her essay “Grandmother Spider,” explains how the feminization of
weaving is easily linked to erasure, especially when it comes to family trees. When women are
eliminated from the “spiderwebs” that are family trees, in order to simplify the explanation of a
lineage, the complicated web becomes a clean line, making history easily readable (Solnit 6375). Patriarchal societies and historians always try to simplify and explain the world around
them and removing women from family trees is just another means to do so. Rather than
removing myself from the family tree, I make my history readable, using myself and the women
in my family line to do so, especially in work I will discuss in the last chapter of this thesis,
where I discuss the effect of heirlooms on the women’s sphere through the use of cyanotypes. In
the work in this chapter, I use embroidery to bring attention to a traditionally “feminine”
medium, and therefore, my female lineage.
Though women are seen as the “vessel” in which a new life is carried, we are often
disregarded in spite of that; our last names are abandoned in favor of a husband’s name, and we
trace lineage through the male ancestors. For centuries, and in most cultures, inheritance and
power were only handed down through the male line, and until very recently, was the only way
to legally pass property to descendants. As Solnit says, the web becomes the line; the complexity
of existence, the ways we weave in and out of each other’s lives, our mingled histories and
anthologies, cannot easily be described unless the women are removed, or seen as accessories.
The tapestry of my family is rich with the history of its women, spinning out full details of our
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lives. It was not until I met “A” that I experienced the minimization and erasure of my family
tree—a knot that caused an offending pattern in the tapestry.
Of a painting by artist Ana Teresa Fernandez from her series Teleraña (Spiderweb),
where a woman hangs a sheet on a laundry line, and all but her legs are obliterated by the sheet,
Solnit says:
The spiderweb of gender and history in which the painted woman is caught; the
spiderweb of her own power that she is weaving in this painting dominated by a
sheet that was woven. Woven now by a machine, but before the industrial
revolution by women whose spinning and weaving linked them to spiders and
made spiders feminine in the old stories.…
Spiderwebs are images of the nonlinear, of the many directions in which
something might go, the many sources for it; of the grandmothers as well as the
strings of begats.…
To spin the web and not be caught in it, to create the world, to create your own life, to rule your
fate, to name the grandmothers as well as the fathers, to draw nets and not just straight lines, to
be a maker as well as a cleaner, to be able to sing and not be silenced, to take down the veil and
appear: all these are the banners on the laundry line I hang out. (Solnit 74-75)I am caught, yet I
will reorder the lines. I am fascinated by my own lineage and history, and therefore by the
attempts to force my disappearance and minimization by “A.” The lines between history and
trauma are now clearly outlined by scientists: we inherit the trauma of past generations and it, in
turn, affects how future generations experience life. This is especially true of gendered trauma;
over time women have been relegated to their own separate, domestic sphere, marking them and
their descendants. Mine, however, is not a generational trauma, but a relational one. The
handwork I do allows me to now exist and obliterate “A’s” individual identity, while still
acknowledging his existence and impact on my life, letting me reestablish the ground, to alter the
landscape I occupy.
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Ana Teresa Fernandez, Untitled (Performance documentation), Oil on canvas, 72″x60″

The only woman in my family who had a similar experience is my paternal grandmother,
Jane Becker Colman. She eloped at the age of 20 and bore a son, my uncle Jim. By the time her
son was two years old, my Grammy experienced physical abuse and threats to her life by her first
husband. She took her son and never looked back. Several years later, when Uncle Jim was six,
my Grammy married my Grampy, John Colman. About a year later, my father was born. I
learned when I was younger that she was previously married, but I had no idea of its nature,
knowing only that my father and my uncle were half-brothers. It was not until going through my
own divorce that Grammy told me about her experience as she comforted me. When she was
threatened with a kitchen knife, she made the choice to leave her first husband. This is the only
detail she told me, and I do not feel it is necessary that she tell me more to be believed or
understood. I never learned her first husband’s name, nor seen his likeness in a photograph. I
have no desire to know about him.
Though it was not a story I heard until my own divorce, my Grammy’s narrative struck a
chord with me. I felt a sense of kinship with my grandmother, in the sense that I was not the only
one to experience an abusive marriage in my immediate family. But it also made me wonder why
we so often sweep these stories under the rug. I know that, mostly, it is because such things were
not discussed openly in her generation. Obviously, this would be a difficult subject for anyone to
talk about, but when we share our stories, we are able to help empower other women, to help
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them understand the continuing prevalence of such narratives and experiences, what danger signs
to look for, and what real partnership looks like. Hearing my Grammy’s story made me want to
share my own experience, in the hope that it might help someone else who felt alone in their own
trauma.
Women are often expected to exist simply for the pleasure of the men in their lives: this
was certainly my experience with “A.” As the woman in Fernandez’ painting “both exists and is
obliterated,” I existed only as an object for the pleasure of the person I married (Solnit 63). If I
tried to assert my own identity, to be a person with dimensions to my personality, I was ignored
or dismissed so that I became a two-dimensional version of myself—“A’s” way of obliterating
me.
By removing “A” from imagery and focusing on the feminine spheres and the women in
my life, I am working against the erasure Solnit writes about. In examining my history, it took
me time to reconcile the broken lineage of strong marriages; in this reconciliation, I am
reclaiming the person that I am, following my divorce and subsequent trauma.
I placed so many expectations and ideals on myself. To break free from the harmful
pattern I fell into, it was important to actively recognize these expectations. I realized the weight
my history exerted on me, even though it was a positive one and that although my own
expectations were for a happy marriage, they weighed heavily on me. This led me to explore the
literal weight of objects symbolic of marriage and domestic life.

Contemporary embroidery is often used as an act of restoring and repairing when made
by women, to reclaim a medium once used to suppress us. Though recognized for a long career
of working with bronze and marble (considered more “masculine” materials), Louise Bourgeois
began working with fabric and stitching at the age of 88. Often, she returned to earlier sculptural
pieces, but now fabricated them at her kitchen table, using pink flannel and thread. Quoted in an
interview with the Tate London, Bourgeois described her early work as being about her
relationship with her father, while her later work, her fabric work, was more about her
relationship with her mother. Cleverly, Bourgeois was able to use the traditional gender roles
associated with these materials to associate them with her parents.
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Anna Souter, in her article “Louise Bourgeois: Subversive Stitching,” states that “art
made with thread is produced by women in a domestic context (traditionally for a domestic
purpose) whilst art forms such as painting and carving are historically usually produced by male
artists within studios or academies.” Though creating this work in her home, Bourgeois was also
creating in her studio, having long used the basement of her brownstone for this purpose. In her
case, the domestic and the art space were one and the same, complicating discourse surrounding
these different kinds of making, as well as the different materials in use. It is not as easy to
divide materials or art into these two categories as we might think or want.
Bourgeois saw sewing as an act of emotional “reparation,” and believed in its ability to
transform (Souter). Reclaiming embroidery as women’s art is not enough, says Rozsika Parker;
we must subvert it, turn it on its head, in order to recognize the way it was used to mold us into
ideal women, as later echoed by Tolentino in regard to capitalism (Parker 5-6). Bourgeois does
this by making large fabric sculptures of women’s bodies, their facial expressions often
alarming, the patchwork stitching of the flannel across their bodies resembling that of
Frankenstein’s monster. Embroidery has the capacity to let us release aggressive and destructive
tendencies. For me to repeatedly stab an image of my ex-husband, with vivid red thread like
blooming wounds, gives me the chance to perform a metaphorical act of violence, allowing
space for emotional release and expression.

Louise Bourgeois, Arched Figure, 1999
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This act of making helped me to gain agency, and the desire to be able to do so with other
work. In the last chapter of this thesis, I discuss how I did so with a physical act using my own
body, eating a cake to the point of physical illness, as a response to commentary from “A” about
my body. The labor of embroidery, of performance, enables me to feel a sense of power and
control in my own narrative through my art.
In Vanitas, her series of experimental embroideries, artist Anna Torma transcribes and
appropriates what is culturally described as “feminine” (Koval 26). She makes fantastical
creatures, often drawn from story and mythology, layered with her own memories and family
history, using photo fabric transfers. One such piece, “Vanitas II,” was featured in the Canadian
exhibition, “Paper Dolls.” The exhibition centers around the paper dolls that the teenage Sylvia
Plath created in her journals. All the works in this exhibition talk about femininity, childhood, or
womanhood.

Anna Torma, Vanitas II, detail

Torma’s work speaks to a childhood imagination, but also hints at how even that is used
to shape our ideals of femininity. Torma was born in Hungary and learned embroidery as most
women do: passed down through her mother and grandmother. Of her work she says: “I use
stitches as my first language of self-expression. I feel fluent and articulate using stitches…The
stitching itself must be my language, the first, the cosy one, similar to my Hungarian” (Koval
26). Even in this statement I see how the prevalence of the feminine ideal in culture formed this
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woman and her art. Torma saw and acknowledged this early self-formation, and used the
medium to point to how she was feminized as a child, and how she feels this is wrong, a move of
which I feel Rozsika Parker would approve.
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Idealism (destruction of)
“Who did he want you to be?” a professor asked me, as I attempted to express what
exactly I tried to fight against when talking about my ex-husband. I thought for a moment, and
responded, “A 1950s housewife.” This adopted role was born: my subsumed and repressed self,
a woman stuck in a gilded cage that she is beginning to question and break out of. What objects
would I inherit, would I surround myself with, had I become this woman? By constructing these
spaces, I staged and bore witness to my own trauma. It is neither a real room nor a theater set,
but a third space, in and out of time. I imagine myself in roles that I have not existed in, while
also revisiting my trauma through these scenes, as imagined women. These roles and
reenactments slowed down and brought things to light in a way they were not seen while the
experience happened in real time. To perform the role that “A” had wanted from me, but to make
small subversions and disruptions, felt powerful to me, and was able to fuel me to use certain
domestic symbols and objects in a more subverted way in later work, to continue with the trope
of housewife.

Many objects are included in these spaces. Decorative mirrors and picture frames remind
me of those hanging in my mother’s or grandmother’s rooms. Some of these are empty, to point
18

to the emptiness my character feels in these spaces, while others contain images from my own
wedding to bring my personal experience into the space. Several of these images have delicate
holes punctured through the face of my ex-husband with a needle and are not visible unless read
closely. There’s a songbird caged in a glittering snow globe, drawing reference to a housewife as
a caged bird, and to Maya Angelou’s famed poem, “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.” Fake
flowers perched in a pink bud vase may seem real, but upon further inspection are clearly fake
(much like the space they exist in). Three different varieties of my grandmother’s hair curlers,
curtains, partially filled photo albums, a sewing kit, and decorative plaques prettily declaring
rules for domestic bliss, or that love conquers all. I choose these objects for many different
reasons: often they reminded me of the expectations and guides I was held up to as a wife, and
that I “failed” at, according to “A” and the patriarchal ideas of wife.
Ultimately, these objects subvert a visual language I associate with my trauma in order to
critically examine the disruption of family through divorce. Women are often seen as the keepers
of objects, practices and rituals belonging to the domestic space. Objects of inheritance that
belong in the household become our responsibility and at times, our burden. We are charged with
their care (much like children) and must ensure they exist for generations to come. Many of these
objects—like the above-mentioned family photo albums and sewing kits—are created or used to
dictate women’s identities as wives and mothers. Other items are used to dictate these identities
as well, especially items related to the kitchen and mealtime, like tablecloths, and the kitchen
table itself, which Carrie Mae Weems uses to discuss this sphere as well. (I discuss both Weems’
work and the tablecloth in more depth in my last chapter.)
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A loss of confidence in the institution of marriage is evident in my character’s body
language, portrayal, and in the unreal space she exists in. The wallpaper is out of place, the lights
are a little too bright and cold. It lacks the full dimension of a space a person lives in. When she
smiles, it does not reach her eyes. When she expresses her anger or disappointment, there is a
slump in her body, as though weighed down by the years. The space is obviously a constructed
one and does not attempt to hide its artificiality.
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I was only seven years old when my Grandma died, but my memories of her are strong.
We spent a lot of time with my mother’s parents growing up, at the Jersey shore just an hour
from our home in Philadelphia. Although I cannot imitate her laugh, I can hear her deep chortle
in my head, clear as a bell. She became a legend in my life, stories and photographs filling in the
gaps of my existing memories: a snapshot of my two siblings and me at a petting zoo with her,
excited and frightened by the baby goats. I wear pink and look shyly away from the camera, but
it is a pose, not genuine discretion. My grandma has her signature blonde bob, a wide smile
framed by red lips, and sunglasses. She bends down to put her arms around all three of us. I think
I remember this day, but I don’t know if it is real or nostalgia brought on by this photograph, for
moments I wish I could hold in my grasp, slipping through like wisps of smoke.
My most vivid memories of my grandmother are domestic scenes: helping her in the
kitchen or getting dolled up at her vanity, which was an everyday routine for her. Grandma was
the most glamorous woman I ever knew; her nails were always done. I do not know if it is a
memory or a story told so often that it became fact, but she wore her red lipstick when doing laps
in the pool, along with a swimming cap to protect her hair, as if she just came from the salon.
In one set of images, I create my own version of the vanity, inspired by my
grandmother’s vanity where I sat in awe as a child. My grandparents had separate bathrooms
adjoining their master bedroom. In Grandma’s, a recessed wall held her vanity table, sized to fit
exactly in the space, floral wallpaper surrounding the large mirror above its surface. She had one
of those white stools with curved wire designs and a sticky, plasticky seat. A story often told in
my family is that I followed her upstairs, and watched enchanted as she did her makeup, perched
on the edge of the bathtub. If I was good, she would put a little blush on my cheeks, or give me
some pink lipstick. I would run downstairs and say that I looked like Grandma. Nothing gave me
greater joy.
I was the “girly one” of my siblings. Pink, purple, frills, makeup, were all my trademarks.
I clung to my Grandma as the model of femininity in part because it kept me close to her. I can
trace my obsession, especially with the vanity, to my grandmother and the early loss of her. The
way the vanity remained set up with her belongings—and later my mother’s—even after her
death, allowed me to try and keep her in my grasp, though she was long gone. This image of my
feminine grandmother sitting at her vanity ties in strongly to what Igor Kopytoff coined the
“ideal biography”: my imagined and ideal vision of myself, which would be shattered in
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marriage (Kopytoff 66). I discuss this idea in depth in the following chapter, especially as it
relates to the wedding dress.

In her Siluetas series, Ana Mendieta creates earth art by making impressions of a female
body into different parts of the earth (sand, mud, snow). Mendieta’s work is technically
considered part of the feminist art movement of the 1970s, but separates itself from other work
of the time by not creating imagery with actual representations of the female body, but rather
shows the body “as trace, echo, and blur” (Raymond 93). Although our work differs in this way,
Mendieta’s work speaks to feminine ideals and formations of identity, in relation to earth, and
therefore ideas of nation, gender, and race. As a fairly well-to-do white woman, I am more likely
to have my experience of identity, existence, and even abuse, believed than that of women of
color. Mendieta was exiled from Cuba at a young age, and her work is often seen as an
expression of her connection to the earth, but disconnection from her nation of origin.
She draws parallels between the Earth and the female body, marking how we see the
earth as a womb, as feminized. In contrast, the concepts of “nation” and culture are seen as male
(Blocker). Male photographers have dominated the genre of landscape photography for as long
as it has existed. This genre was primarily used to discuss the white male dominance of the earth,
and often the concept of manifest destiny. Using landscape photography, these men felt their
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control over the landscape. Mendieta’s work reclaims the terrain as a woman’s space, making us
question this male-centric photographic view of landscape: “…the unique power of her
photographic work to simultaneously evoke the experience for exile, orphanhood, and the
claiming of place or the making of one’s mark no matter how fate conspires to cause one’s
silence…Their power is to set a claim on a place, no matter how dispossessed one is” (Raymond
102). I see Mendieta claiming the earth as a whole as her territory, a way to create her own
textile, using the landscape to work against the dominant white male gaze of land—and
woman—as something to be owned and visually admired, but misunderstood and misused.

Ana Mendieta, Untitled: Silueta Series, 1977. Earth-body work with gunpowder. Executed at Old
Man’s Creek, Iowa City, Iowa.

I use certain stereotypes and “gendered” objects, usually relating to the housewife, in my
performance work to talk about the binaries placed around gender. Mendieta does so as well,
albeit very differently “…by working with the conventions of the binary to represent identity but
being unable herself to fit their regulatory practices, her work exposes their untenability.”
(Blocker 49). Using the earth itself as medium, Mendieta is able to talk about the ideas of the
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gender binary, and question why it is a necessary distinction, and why we abide by it. Her work
makes us question our assumptions about these binaries. I find myself asking, are not all
constructs like nationalities, races, and genders simply reflections of evolutionary adaptations to
reproductive requirements and different environmental conditions of the same planet? While
identity is a large part of Mendieta’s work, the Silueta series also dispels the idea that we fit into
one sense of identity or label. Often women artists use strong labels to define their own work, as
a way to mark themselves as different, as woman. “Not only is her work incompatible with
established, hyperintelligible identity categories, but as such it is powerfully disruptive to those
categories” (Blocker 26). Mendieta is a Cuban woman, but one who has lost her nation, and
therefore certain parts of her identity. She copes with this by claiming herself as part of the earth
itself.
I feel a particularly strong connection to the images in the Silueta series made in the sand,
particularly those made in 1976 at Salina Cruz in Mexico. I do not know if this is because of my
own personal relationship to the ocean, having spent so much time at the beach with my
grandparents as a child, or whether it is simply the power of the images themselves. These works
speak most poignantly to me about the transitioning of one version of self into the next: “…the
idea that Mendieta is simply staging feminine erasure in the Silueta series does not begin to limn
how instead the images show dissolution and return: what goes into the ocean does not disappear
but becomes part of the ocean, circling with the currents and insistently returning to shore”
(Raymond 101). For me, the work is not about disappearance but transformation, “as gradually
ocean and outline merge” (Raymond 101). My work also focuses on the concept of selftransformation, rather than disappearance, though Mendieta’s is disappearance from her
nationality, and mine is from a suffocating marriage. For both of us, there is a sense of loss of a
version of self, perhaps the ideal version of self. But with that loss comes a sense of freedom as
well, freedom from certain identity labels: “Cuban,” “Wife.”
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Ana Mendieta, Untitled: Silueta Series, 1976, earth/bodywork, Mexico, 35mm color slides. © The Estate
of Ana Mendieta Collection, Courtesy Galerie Lelong, New York.
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Wedding (dress): The Idealized Biography
An Object Reflection
In my mind, it all starts with the wedding dress, or at least, the idea of the dress. In
investigating the pieces of who I was from before my marriage, I landed on the importance of the
dress as a symbolic object. In my research I primarily turn to two authors whose studies
informed the symbolism and weight of this object for me: Igor Kopytoff and Susanne Friese.
These two authors discuss the ideas of an idealized biography and the wedding dress as a rite of
passage, respectively. In this section, I discuss Kopytoff’s concept of the ideal biography.
Fascinated with the symbolism and weight this object holds in marriage and the
traditional “women’s sphere,” I investigated the significance of this article of clothing. The
wedding dress has an “idealized biography,” as coined by Igor Kopytoff in his essay “The
Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process.” Objects in a woman’s life
traditionally held more weight, because of the domain to which we are pushed. All objects of the
domestic, the personal, and the emotional, seem to belong to women. But the wedding dress
holds a particular place in our minds and hearts, our pasts and futures. We grow up seeing
imagery of our mothers and grandmothers on their wedding days, of watching royal weddings
and fictional ones, and the emphasis on the dress becomes central to us. It is also pushed onto us,
not only through media representations, but commercial and capitalist ones as well. By
purchasing the perfect wedding dress, we imagine ourselves to have the perfect marriage.
Objects have biographies that are created and tracked using trees and provenances, in the
same ways they are used anthropologically. This ideal biography (of both object and self) is
formed by the cultural norms around us, and plays into our ideas about our own identities and
associations with objects (Kopytoff 65-66). As brides, cultural imagery instructs us to imagine
how we will look in our fabulous gowns, and the women we will be in our new roles as wives.
I remember what it felt like when I put on my own wedding dress for the first time. My
mother, siblings, and a friend all accompanied me to find the “perfect” dress. I tried on a few and
liked some of them. And then, I put on the dress. I could not stop smiling when I saw myself in
it. It was everything I envisioned myself to be. It hugged my shape but was not vulgar. It was
covered in delicate beading in the shape of flowers and had an illusion neckline made of the
thinnest mesh. Satin buttons came up the back, a nod to traditional dress styles.
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After my divorce, I never intended to put my wedding dress on again. My mother and I
tried to sell it, until I decided to revisit this object of fantasy and beauty, and now pain and
constriction, as part of my investigation. For one month I travelled to visit family and friends, my
support system during my divorce. I packed my wedding dress in my suitcase and traveled with
it to three different states. In California, my last stop, I photographed myself wearing my
wedding dress while I attempted to climb dunes on a Santa Monica beach. A new character was
born, my alter ego: the woman who boldly dons the wedding dress, post-divorce and paired with
sneakers, on a busy beach in Santa Monica. This alter ego is able to dismiss the importance and
weight placed on the dress by capitalist society, to break free from the restraints the importance
of this object have held on her until now.
She repeatedly climbs up the dunes that line an ugly, dirty drainpipe running down the
middle of the beach and does not blink when passersby stare in confusion as her dress becomes
heavy with sand. Walking back up the beach to the car, someone stops to tell her how beautiful
she looks in her dress. Instead of trying to explain or laughing awkwardly, she simply smiles and
says thank you, accepting the compliment for what it is.

Self-portrait diptych, Dunes of Santa Monica Beach, January 2019

Making these images awakened me to the possibility of exploring the wedding dress as a
symbolic object in my own research and photographic work. I treated my dress as anything but
sacred, wearing it in the wrong place at the wrong time, with complete disregard for keeping it
intact. This intervention made me ask; what is an ideal biography for a wedding dress? (Kopytoff
66). My impulses in this photo shoot go against the culture of preservation and beautification
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(the dress has not been photographed in a beautiful setting, nor on my wedding day). This led to
a fascination with why we preserve this object, and considers how short its life is.
Just as the sheet shrouds and obliterates a woman, a wedding dress does the same (of
course, not always; just as not all men are abusers) (Solnit). It is firstly a garment, which for so
long were primarily produced by women. But it is also symbolic of hope and the future and
carries a burden on its shoulders. The dress itself carries generational expectations of matrimony
and continuing the family line. For divorced or unhappily married women, the dress can
transform into a symbol of our disappointment, the embodiment of our worst fears for whom we
would become. Even if it remains a happy memory and the symbol of that hopeful future, the
dress is often preserved and packed away in the back of a closet somewhere, and rarely, if ever,
looked at again. What does it say about our marriage traditions that the life of this symbolic
garment, the subject of so much energy and focus, is so truncated?
My grandmother’s wedding dress is kept in a golden cardboard box with a display
window, as though it will be proudly featured in the living room for all to see. It never was. It
was re-worn by my grandmother’s three younger cousins for their weddings (a more typical
practice at the time), then chemically preserved, stuffed and placed back in the box in a corner of
the cedar closet. It is never looked at. When the box is opened, the dress looks like a mummified
body without a head, stuffed to hold the shape of a woman’s torso. It is this stuffing that helps
the dress keep its form, rather than the form of the body that wore it. I began to think about the
life and death of objects, how the wedding dress only truly “lives” for one day, and the
preservation is its death, as the dress is rarely—if ever—seen or worn again. The dress becomes
a stand-in for the antiquated patriarchal notion of the woman as an object for male gaze, for the
woman as simply having one role to fulfill in the eyes of men.
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Grandma’s Dress, Preserved in Golden Box, Margate, NJ, August 2019

My mother’s dress, though not preserved in the same way, lives on a hanger formed in
the bust of a woman, presumably also to help it hold its shape. Clothing and cloth have memory,
taking on the shape and smell of a person, retaining their presence in their wardrobe (Stallybrass
36). What happens when the clothing is preserved and takes on the ideal of a person’s form
(here, the bust of the hanger), and not their actual form? Does the clothing still hold the same
gestures? If the dress is properly preserved, it certainly no longer holds their smells; the woman’s
actual presence is removed from the dress, and instead it holds on to an idealized identity
(Kopytoff 66).
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Mom’s Dress in the Cedar Closet, Philadelphia, PA, August 2019

These dresses represented very different reflections for my mother and grandmother after
their weddings than mine does. Both women were lucky to find men who did not expect them to
fit an ideal role upon entering the marriage state. I was not so lucky, and felt the impact of this
almost at once, when the man I thought I married quickly became an entirely different person.
When my mother pulls her dress out of the closet for me, she laments the fact that she has not
had the silk-flower shoulder straps repaired – during the wedding, they broke, and now hang
limply beside the dress, serving no real purpose. The broken straps are like the idea of the dress
in general to me; once pristine and full of hope, and now limply hiding in the back of a closet.
The wedding dress is representative of society’s ideal of the institution of marriage, and how that
ideal feels unattainable to me, much like the American Dream (Kopytoff 66).
The dress still holds the magic of the day for my mother (Friese 65-66). She is emotional
seeing me try on her dress, though it is not with the intent to wear to my own wedding. But when
I see those straps and realize what they represent to me, I know that my dress does not hold the
same magic as my mother’s does for her, and I have therefore broken from the ideal biography I
originally created for myself, based on what I thought marriage looked like (Kopytoff 66).
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Wedding (day): Rite of Passage
Susanne Friese discusses the idea of the wedding dress as a rite of passage in her essay
“The Wedding Dress: From Use Value to Sacred Object.” The wedding dress, for Friese, helps
the bride pass from the profane realm, to the sacred realm, and back again (Friese 56). The
sacred encompasses extraordinary experiences that transcend everyday life, and the profane
encompasses the familiar and ordinary (Friese 53-69). Many women dream of their wedding day
as a magical fantasy. The dress they choose helps them feel they are living out that fantasy, but
once the magic of the day dies away, they are left with the average life of a married woman, not
one of a princess who is swept suddenly off her feet into a new life (as their wedding day makes
them feel). This, then, is the true distinction between the sacred and profane in terms of the
wedding dress. The dress becomes sacred after the wedding, because it is a reminder of that
initial magic the bride felt and dreamed of (Friese 65). It is a way to hold onto something
whimsical and extraordinary. The dress is allowed to become this sacred object through its
treatment and importance, marked by capitalism. Brides-to-be in today’s culture have the dress
sold to them as the utmost symbol of their union and new role, almost as if it will one day
become a saint’s relic.
But how to decide on the “right” dress? The final decision is often more intuitive than
objective or intellectual. Friese and contemporaries Lowrey and Otnes all reported similar
findings; the “ritual object” of the wedding dress seemed to “magically reveal itself to the bride
and thereby took on the characteristics of a sacred object” (Friese 62). Friese describes the
process of “hierophany,” in which a sacred object reveals itself as such to those who already
believe in it (Friese 62-63). On the threshold of marriage, a bride-to-be wants to believe that her
wedding dress is sacred. It is a representation of herself, her marriage, and her life to come. A
bride is less likely, therefore, to listen to the opinions of others once the sacred dress has revealed
itself to her, and makes her decision based on her own perceptions of who she is, and who she
will be as bride and wife.
The dress helps the woman transition into the profane phase of wife, however, in the way
that it becomes sacred to her. “After the wedding day,” Friese observes:
great efforts were made to clean and store the precious dress. Some brides used the veil
as a decorative object in the bedroom reminding both bride and groom of the
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commitment they have made. Only a few of the participants could imagine selling the
dress. For most, the dress had gained such a high emotional value that it became unsellable. (Friese 65-55)
The dress, which carries so much meaning even before adding the bride’s personal symbolism,
helps the woman understand her new role and move into it, with the help of the ritual (the
wedding ceremony).
These dresses, like photographic negatives, must be stored properly in order to be
protected from the elements, to preserve the memories that surround them and to be cherished by
future generations. Both my mother’s and grandmother’s wedding dresses have been preserved
or stored away, memorializing their past lives, entombed. Though the public life of a wedding
dress is only one day, it helps the bride hold onto a piece of the sacred when she re-enters the
profane as wife (Friese 65-66).
Neither my mother’s nor grandmother’s dresses had been removed from their wrappings
for years, until I asked my mother to help me photograph myself wearing them. Why did I put
them on? Sometimes I am not sure myself. Perhaps it would help me understand how I am
neither my mother nor my grandmother, but that they too had roles they felt they had to step into
and fulfill, represented by these dresses. Even in happy and successful marriages, women feel the
weight from the role of bride and wife that they decided to take on. I am a tomb raider, liberating
these dresses from their forgotten garment bags and boxes, which became their graves.
Both my mother’s and grandmother’s dresses followed contemporary fashion (although
my mother, who married in 1982, thankfully managed to stay away from massively puffy sleeves
and obscene amounts of ruffles). My mother opted for a portrait neckline and off-the-shoulder
straps made of white silk flowers, which flow down the bodice as well. The satin skirt flares out
at the waist and is worn with a hoop underneath. A real ball gown, but with my mother’s sense of
simplicity. I cannot completely close the back of the dress—only the top button if I hold my
breath in—and the hoop makes me feel as though I am living in a bubble when I put it on. My
mother uses safety pins to hold the straps onto the dress for my images, and I can hardly move
my arms. I am physically constrained by this beautiful object, the one that represents the
experience of marriage that I wish was my own.
My grandmother’s dress, too, is difficult to put on. Long lace sleeves and a high neckline
adorn the satin drop-waist dress. The top cuts into my neck when I put it on. It is difficult to
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breathe in. A loop at the bottom of the dress can be placed on the fingers or wrist to hold the
dress (instead of a bustle) in a fashionable and regal way. Satin-covered buttons line the back,
which I cannot fasten; I am larger than my grandmother was when she married at the age of 18. I
am physically uncomfortable in my mother’s and grandmother’s dresses – neither one fits me.
But the discomfort is also psychological; I do not fit into the role of a bride (Friese 66).

Self-portrait, Grandma’s Wedding Dress in the Cedar Closet, Margate, NJ, August 2019

Photo Therapy: The Bride is a series of four photographs by artist Jo Spence and is part
of her series of self-portraits using photography as therapy to examine her own ideals, and how
her past shaped her gender identity and sexuality. The images, taken with the assistance of artist
and collaborator Rosy Martin, portray Spence as a bride, moving through a series of emotions as
she poses for several traditional three-quarter wedding portraits. The focus is on the bride’s face,
partially blocked from view by a veil, holding a bouquet to her chest, in front of a plain white
backdrop. First, she appears as the traditional blushing bride, demurely looking up from her
bouquet. Then, she becomes aware that she is being watched, and moves through a series of
emotions, eventually landing on terror, screaming. She evidently dropped her flowers. In
Spence’s book, Putting Myself in the Picture, the accompanying caption reads: “The wedding
photographer who watched herself being watched while she failed to understand her own
history” (Spence 175). Spence allows herself to examine and finally understand her history
through the making of these photographs.
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Jo Spence
Photo Therapy: The Bride (Collaboration with Rosy Martin), 1984?
4 color photographs mounted on artist's board
17.9 x 12.6 cm each (39.9 x 29.8 cm board)

Self-portraits in Mom’s Wedding Dress show me wearing my mother’s wedding dress
and standing in front of my mother’s vanity mirror in our Philadelphia home. The dazzlingly
bright lights of the vanity mirror are visible at the edges of the frame, as well as family portraits
and other decorative objects. In the first image, my back and the back of the dress are in focus,
drawing the viewer’s attention to the fact that the gown is open, and cannot be closed, as the
pucker of the open zipper makes evident. The second image is focused on my eyes in the
mirror’s reflection, gazing at myself as though trying to register the woman in the mirror. There
is little discernible expression on my face.
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Self-portraits in Mom’s Wedding Dress, Mom’s Vanity (diptych), August 2019

Spence and her collaborator, Rosy Martin, used the phrase “photo therapy” to talk about
the idea that portraits do not bring a fixity to someone’s character, but instead can give one the
options to examine, question, accept, and hopefully transform oneself through portraiture
(Spence 172-180). By re-visiting and re-photographing instances from our own lives, we give
ourselves permission to display our “new” visual selves to the camera. Using photo therapy,
images can be reconstructed in our own interests, rather than remaining the archetypical images
others imposed upon us; by photographing a memory, we are able to recontextualize it with new
associations.
Through photographing myself in these dresses, I found a desire to examine the molds we
try to fit ourselves into, the failure to fit them, and how we can confront that reality, moving into
a newer version of ourselves. The physical struggle of trying to fit into this dress mirrors my
emotional struggle with breaking this line of succession, and my own expectations for what my
life would look like. These self-portraits further undermine the history and symbolism of the
dress as a capitalist object, as the ill-fitting nature of the dresses is apparent, there is a sag in my
body from the weight of the dresses, and I am pictured without a groom, outside of a traditional
wedding setting (and instead in a domestic one). These images allow me to face my perceived
failure, and come to terms with and appreciate not fitting into these dresses or this role. I needed
to re-stage my “failure” in order to accept that it was not one at all, but rather empowering to my
future, and something I was able to break free from.
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Wedding (body)
Months after choosing my dress, during the fitting, I remember second-guessing my
choice. Was this the right one? What if there had been a better one for me? My dress became
symbolic of my marriage, foreshadowing my eventual second-guessing in my choice of husband.
This was an unfamiliar experience to me, coming from parents who never seemed to doubt their
love or their rightness for each other.
I remember when I put the dress on the first time after I left my ex-husband. I had gained
some weight; I was scared the dress would not look good anymore, a fear “A” had instilled in
me, his comments that my body was not perfect, and that I must work to maintain perfection for
him. My younger sibling, Drew, did up the buttons in the back for me in their apartment in North
Carolina. I looked in the mirror. I still looked beautiful. I felt a power I did not understand. This
was no longer being worn for anybody’s pleasure but mine. I was taking back the dress, deciding
what it meant, removing the weight of the ideal biography from myself and the object.

Grandma’s Dress in the Cedar Closet with Wedding Portraits of Grandma and Poppop, Margate, NJ,
August 2019

To question my own ideals of marriage and family, I use cyanotype, an alternative
photographic process to reproduce family imagery on fabric. Fabric, which clings to a body,
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holds its gestures, and reveals the way the body changes over time. In examining my lineage, I
began to think about the importance of heirlooms as objects. For most Ashkenazi Jews, our
identity is tied more to objects than to place, as we found ourselves so often displaced
throughout history, particularly during the Holocaust of World War II. American Jews do not
often have a plethora of heirlooms, as so many objects of family significance were lost during
this time. However, my great-grandparents came to America prior to World War II and were able
to bring or collect many objects that will eventually be passed down to me.
Among the possessions amassed among my two (maternal) great-grandmothers and
(maternal) grandmother are tablecloths. Most are white linen, some with colorful cross-stitching,
others simply adorned with white lace. My mother rarely takes them out, except for big family
holidays when we have guests. I could see my matrilineal inheritance spreading out across these
tablecloths, the faces of the women I did and did not get to know displayed like napkins. I
collected the marriage and engagement portraits of devoted couples in my family: my greatgrandparents Jack and Dora, my grandparents Marjorie and Sol, and my parents, Nancy and
David.
I created my own tablecloth with these images reproduced as cyanotypes running down
the center, like placemats, using the same chemistry to paint the lace edges a matching Prussian
blue. This was a way for me to sit down at the table with my family, to see what it would be like
to have their presence surround me. The focus is the fabric rather than the figure, connecting the
setting, object, and traditions.
There are many historic links to cloth textiles, ritual, and culture. In the Bengalese
practice of kantha, old worn clothing is taken and gathered in layers, and resewn together with
small running stitches (Lawrence, 167). This practice is often done in the company of other
women and passed down generationally. It connects generations in diaspora together, creating a
sense of cultural identity. By using already worn articles of clothing, the embroiderer is coming
into contact with other bodies by proxy, including the bodies of generations past (Lawrence 167).
Kantha cloth is used in rituals, and can be seen as a territory or map used to document women’s
experiences through the many changes that come with life: “…laid on the ground, kantha
delineates the convivial space of sharing a meal; used in ritual, kantha creates the space that
mitigates the danger of transition when an individual moves from one state to another”
(Lawrence 168). Identity is not fixed, but fluctuates through time, experience, and place. As Jo
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Spence’s states in her in photo therapy work, and Ana Mendieta does with her earth works, our
sense of self changes throughout our lives, but certain objects, especially heirlooms, can tie us
back to aspects of former identities.
In my video work, “Wedding Cake,” the table is set with the tablecloth and napkins I
created, featuring photographs of three generations of happily married members of my family. I
begin by sitting at the table in a white dress and cutting a small slice of cake for myself. I start
eating with a fork, but then realize that there is no one else I must share this cake with and begin
to stuff it into my mouth with my hands, smearing icing on my chin. I pick up a napkin featuring
my great-grandparents portrait and wipe the smeared icing off my face as I look into the camera.
I do this not to dismiss their relationship, but instead to question, is this expectation of marriage
realistic? Or am I just enamored with the idea of the relationship, rather than the actual
relationship? Have I spent my whole life idealizing relationships that I only see the surface of,
and not the complex innerworkings? Is it fair to mark myself as the degradation of family, to
name my divorce as a failure to uphold the tradition that came before me?
The act is also a performance of endurance. It is physical; I test my body, seeing how
much of the sickly-sweet cake I can ingest, rather like the comments I endured before leaving
“A.” It is an act of defiance against the person who should have been my partner, but instead
made himself my adversary, using every chance to criticize my appearance, seeing the
“correctness” of my body as a trophy.
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Screenshots from Wedding Cake

I also use cyanotype chemistry with my wedding dress. Originally, I was going to print
directly onto my dress. This idea came after I first photographed myself, climbing the dunes on
the beach in Santa Monica. I planned on wading out into the ocean in my dress, but I hesitated
and held back, after standing in the surf with the waves lapping at the dress’ hem. Why was I so
hesitant to destroy this object? I thought about the “trash the dress” trend, popular among women
who are left at the altar or get divorced; in response, they “trash” their dresses in a myriad of
ways. Some women use paint, others water, still others, fire. I realized that my hesitation in
“trashing” my dress was that, like the photographs I’ve embroidered, I did not feel the need to
destroy it, as though these were parts of myself that never existed. Instead, I wanted to transform
it, to reclaim it as an object of my own.
I resolved to print onto my wedding dress, to turn it into an art object. But I was hesitant
in choosing the “correct” image, just one to sum everything up, felt an impossible task. Instead,
after continuing my work with embroidery and working with a professor in the Textiles
department, I learned about kantha, and felt this would be a more active approach to altering my
dress. I took two cyanotypes that I felt had failed—the imagery of my great-grandparents and my
parents do not come through fully, rather the floral textures of the fabric do—and use the running
stitch of kantha to attach these to my dress. I also used kantha stitch to attach a handkerchief with
the letter “M” (originally belonging to my grandmother, Marjorie).
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Detail images of wedding dress with kantha stitching
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The blue pieces really stand out against the dress, and reference the first embroidery
piece I made, as well as my mother’s grease pencils used for editing. The image of “A” and me
in bed is predominately blue, the red thread contrasting starkly with the existing imagery. As for
my mother’s editing, I’ve mention early on in my thesis that she used red grease pencils when I
was a child, and this imagery stuck with me. I recently discovered though, after talking to her
about my work, that blue is the typical color used in editing; she used red as she was also a photo
editor, and often had red grease pencils on hand. Blue, therefore, is also the mark of an editor.

In Carrie Mae Weems’ The Kitchen Table Series, we see a woman move through many
stages of life, all taking place at the same location: the kitchen table. By focusing on a singular
space and using the same set-up we are able to truly acknowledge the amount of change that
happens in this woman’s life. Using the kitchen table as the space to discuss a woman’s life also
comments on how, for so long, the kitchen was seen as the epitome and center of the woman’s
sphere, commenting on “ideas about these spaces of domesticity that have historically belonged
to women” (Weems, Art21). Weems, in discussing her work with Art21, states how she wanted
to create this work for all women—though it is especially impactful and resonant with women of
color—who seldom saw their likeness represented in world-renowned artwork, especially as
portrayed by another woman (Art21). She worked from a space of contemplation of what she
felt was missing in the art world, and that was a representation of women in their own spaces.
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Carrie Mae Weems, “Untitled (Woman feeding bird),” 1990

Sarah Lewis, in the foreword of Weems’ book, draws attention to the central question of
Weems’ work: “At the heart of the Kitchen Table Series is an answer to an eternal question: how
do we find our own power?” (Weems). Historically, men have held the power. But this domestic
space is where women often found their power and their control of the household. Though it is
where women have so often been relegated by men, it has also been a safe space where women
could exist as themselves and start to understand “what it meant to develop your own voice”
(Art21). If this is a space that men do not occupy, then women are free to explore their identities
in it, to ask the larger questions of who they are or wish to be, surrounded by other women.
The kitchen table is where her resilience occurs. Heartbreak, love, meals, learning and
teaching all take place here. Here she experiences companionship in many forms. There is
recognition of the self, changing and surviving through it all. It is hard to choose a few images of
Weems’ work to discuss, as the strength of this particular series lies in the work as a whole, in
the witnessing of this character’s passage through time and phases of identity. I chose the images
that spoke the most strongly to me and the work that I make, such as “Untitled (Woman standing
alone),” where Weems’ character defiantly stares the camera down, with a clear sense of self.
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Carrie Mae Weems, “Untitled (Woman standing alone),” 1990

The image “Untitled (Woman and daughter with makeup)” evokes my experience, sitting
on the edge of the tub and watching my Grandma apply her makeup at her vanity mirror. We are
a product of our environments, at least to an extent and especially in early life, and the women
who come before us strongly influence our identities. At a very young age, I loved makeup and
“girly” things, because they reminded me of my grandmother and made me feel that I was like
her. After my grandmother’s death, this specific aspect of my femininity started to fade, as my
mother did not keep strictly to the same rules of appearance as my grandmother. But in this
image of Weems’ character and her daughter, I see a reflection of my younger self, and therein
lies the power of Weems’ work.
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Carrie Mae Weems, “Untitled (Woman and daughter with makeup),” 1990

I mention often in this thesis how I felt I had to put the pieces of myself back together.
Often, when suffering from a trauma like this that makes one question everything they believe,
people feel they do not recognize themselves. That was certainly the case for me, and I also felt
completely shattered. Not only did I have to pick up the pieces, I had to reconfigure them,
because I was not the same version of myself from before.
While I question the institution of marriage and the concept of the ideal woman, I do not
think marriage, as a whole, is a negative thing. I am very lucky in my life to witness true love in
happy marriages. I know that this is something real, that it exists. But I also know that it is not a
Disney fairytale; once the credits roll, there is work to be done between both people in order to
maintain a healthy relationship. This may seem an obvious conclusion, but the way capitalism
and media sell marriage to us often displays a very different concept of what marriage looks like.
I know a partnership can exist, that it is attainable, but that it is also rarer than people would like
to believe. Statistically it is obvious: 50% of the population gets divorced. No one ever thinks
they will be a statistic.
I also know that a man desiring the “ideal woman” as a wife is much more prevalent than
I thought. We all like to believe that we left that behind in the 50s, but it is simply not true, as my
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own experience tells me, and as Jia Tolentino’s research in Trick Mirror depicts. There are
simply new ways to go about expressing that desire, just as men have done throughout time.
What I truly question is the way marriage is presented to us, as a commodity and a necessity. It is
neither of those things and is doomed to fail if viewed as both.
Perhaps I will remarry someday. Family is important to me, as I am lucky to have a
close-knit one. In my work I investigate my ideals and expectations coming from this family, as
well as the societally imposed ones I was subjected to throughout my life. Ultimately, the work
became less about my divorce, but rather I used that event as a catalyst to understand who and
where I am now, what I value, and to fully understand my experiences. I explored the ghost of
what could have been. I feel strong in my convictions, that family and love are still worthwhile,
though not at the expense of one’s own identity or self-worth. Marriage does not necessarily
equate with family or love, as I once believed. Only by being open about ourselves and our
values, by working on ourselves and on our relationships, can we hope for that to be true.
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